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What Do You Mean?
CODE-MES HING AND THE DISCONNEC T BETWEEN SOCIOLINGUISTS AND POST-SECONDARY ENGLISH
E D U C AT O R S
B Y: M A R I E L E N A Z A J A C , G R A D U AT E T E A C H I N G A S S I S TA N T, K E N N E S A W S TAT E U N I V E R S I T Y

• Investigate the origins and intentions with
integrating African American Vernacular
English

Overview

• Analyze the disconnect in discourse between
sociolinguists and poste-secondary English
educators regarding utilizing practices for AAVE
speakers
• Highlight the opportunities present in current
post-secondary English pedagogical practices
• Q&A

What is Code-Meshing?
• Code-meshing is defined as “a strategy of writing that encourages students to develop an integrated
understanding of how all varieties of English and even other languages in their repertoires may be spliced
together to serve their interests” (Lee 317)
◦ Focus on blending of languages

• Code-meshing, or any translingual practice in general, was created “to help students and anyone else
produce expressive, persuasive, effective prose for academic, creative, and professional purposes” (Young
et al 7).

What is Code-Meshing?
• “Code-meshing as a practice, of course, is not new; it just hasn’t been widely theorized and presented as a
way to read, write, speak, and listen to Englishes” (Young et al 77)
• Code-meshing misconceptions:
• Code-meshing “enables students to not fulfill their potential” (Lee 318)
• “Language learning is a zero-sum game in which learners have finite cognitive space available for language learning”
(Lee & Handsfield 159)
• Code-meshing would actually solve the problem of linguistic differences in English courses by erasing preconceived
notions that how minorities speak and communicate is faulty or incorrect (Lee & Handsfield 159)

What Exactly is “Standard English”?
• Melissa Lee describes English as a “very idea of which implies the simply inaccurate supposition that there
is only one ‘real’ grammatically and syntactically organized variety of English” (314 – 315)
• Dominant approaches to language overall fail to understand that language is also a social practice
• Standard English, then, has “persistently produced strategies at odds with the realities teachers, students,
writers, and the public confront daily in their interactions with one another…” (Lee 315)
• MLK Jr v. Ann Arbor State

A Potentially Invalidating Double Standard
“Youtube, Facebook, Twitter, texting, blogging, and other instant forms of digital communication have
birthed their own dialect and this 21st century digital dialogue has resulted in a whole lot of code-meshing!
Not only does this digital dialect attest to the evolving nature of the English language but of all language.
Knowing this, why would we as educators continue to insist on invalidating the dialects of some of our
students, when right before our eyes, we are witnessing and validating the evolution of new dialects,
relative to this digital age?” (Young et al 115)

Sociolinguistics
•Since Brown v. Board of Education, sociolinguistics have been researching the effects one cultural
background and identity can place on another cultural background
• How predominantly white schools influence black students, and vice versa

•De facto segregation is alive in the American education system due to the “gradual relaxing of the need to
comply with court-ordered desegregation since the 1970s” (Alim 25)
•“Sociolinguists argued that black and white speakers of English were not participating in the same
processes of linguistic change. If true, this meant that rather than black and white dialects of English
converging, they were actually diverging” (25).
• Bradley v. Milliken ruled that black language and dialects were formed based off of social factors that could not truly
be changed

Sociolinguists and English Educators: On the
Same Team
• The issue of integrating code-meshing into schools does not necessarily lie with a lack of research or even
conversation within the linguistics and English education fields, but rather with a lack of communication
between linguistics and English educators themselves.
• While scholars and sociolinguists are both conducting their individual research and analysis on codemeshing, and conversation seems to occur in their respective fields, the two fail to meet together to
discuss active steps to take for implementing code-meshing (Alim 28)
• In order for any substantial progress or change to occur, both English educators and sociolinguists must
communicate, validate, and activate their research and stances into actionable change.

Opportunities in Post-Secondary English
Education
• Utilize mentor texts or textbooks that incorporate code-meshing
• Ask students to “remix” classic stories to reflect different dialects
• Acknowledge students’ use of code-meshing, thus instilling confidence while also encouraging appeals to
audience

• “In the past decade, educators have paid more attention to multilingual students’ translanguaging
practices (how bilingual and bidialectal students dynamically move across and among languages) and how
teachers may recognize and honor students’ dynamic language practices in the classroom” (Lee &
Handsfield 160)

The Future of Post-Secondary English
• English educators are now being encouraged to focus on content creation, audience appeals, and other
stylistic options rather than adhering to strict prescriptive grammar norms.
• “Isn’t it our job to teach them to use standardized English fluently? No, that is not our job...our job is to
teach students to understand that writing is a situated activity and to give them practice making meaning
in a way that allows for their rhetorical sovereignty” (Gallagher 6)
• There has been a shift in mentality toward English, one that seems to target “complex literacy practices
and cognitive tasks” (Lee & Handsfield 160)

The Future of Post-Secondary English
• English educators and sociolinguists alike are calling attention to the racial undertones that come with
adhering to monolinguistic practices.
• “Our pedagogies should not pretend that racism does not exist in the form of linguistic discrimination. Nor
should they pretend that linguistic profiling does not directly affect the personal and family lives of our
students who speak marginalized languages…” (Alim 29).
• “…great teaching involves more than just teaching for book smarts and head knowledge. What we do in
the classroom should reflect and help set the pace for all of society” (Young et al 115).

Final Thoughts
• Code-meshing requires a great amount of change, discussion, and activism in order to be properly
implemented in the American education system
• “Further conversation and reflection must ensue, because the similarities between the conceptual reasons
for promoting code-meshing and the theoretical underpinnings of the translingual approach have, as yet,
barely been explicitly recognized” (Lee 313)
• If the relationship between code-meshing and English classrooms is just beginning, there needs to be
more research and active participation between sociolinguists and English scholars to help shed light to the
topic of translingual policies.

Q&A

Please feel free to ask questions about the
topics discussed, or share your personal
experiences with code-meshing or translingual
practices in the classroom!

